Perspectives on Motherhood: A Review Essay by Coulter, Rebecca
Atlantis Vol. 10 Mo. 2 
Spring printemps 1985 
Perspectives on 
Motherhood: 
A Review Essay 
Mother Love. Myth and Reality. Motherhood in 
Modern History. E l i s a b e t h B a d i n t e r , F o r e w o r d 
by F r a n c i n e d u P less ix G r a y . New York: Collier 
Macrntllan Canada Inc., 1981. Pp. 360; 
Inventing Motherhood. The Consequences of 
an Ideal. A n n D a l l y . London: Burnett Books 
Ltd. (Copp Clark Ltd.), 1982. Pp. 360; 
Fair Sex, Family Size and Structure, 1900-1939. 
D i a n a G i t t i n s . London: Hutchinson ir Co. (Pub-
lishers) Ltd., 1982; 
The Politics of Motherhood. Child and Mater-
nal Welfare in England, 1900-1939. J ane L e w i s . 
London: Croom Helm Ltd., 1980. 
Mothering 
S p e a k i n g to his new mate-
b o t h s a v o u r i n g the f i s h c h o w d e r 
I h a d prepared-
m y son e x p l a i n e d : 
" Y e s , she has a w a y . " 
N o t a n e x p l a n a t i o n 
b u t a declarat ion? 
H e never w o u l d have said that 
s tra ight to m y face! 
Rebecca Coulter 
Athabasca University 
N o w , as I hear it 
s e c o n d - h a n d 
I feel a l l those t ight d o m e s t i c years 
s l i p p i n g a w a y -
those r o u t i n e s that h a d seemed to c r u s h 
m y very self 
were a l l the t i m e c r e a t i n g a b o n d : 
m o t h e r to s o n . 1 
In this p o e m D o r o t h y L i v e s a y makes e x p l i c i t 
the two-edged nature of m o t h e r h o o d . E l i Zaretsky 
has descr ibed it i n a n o t h e r w a y . " I t is a t ragic 
p a r a d o x that the bases of love , dependence , a n d 
a l t r u i s m i n h u m a n l i f e a n d the h i s t o r i c a l oppres -
s i o n of w o m e n have been f o u n d w i t h i n the same 
m a t r i x . " 2 Indeed, " t h e vexed p lace of the f a m i l y 
i n f e m i n i s m " 3 is a theoret ica l a n d prac t i ca l p r o b -
l e m w h i c h has yet to be resolved. 
Several recent b o o k s have addressed the ques-
t i o n of w o m e n as m o t h e r s i n a n a t tempt to shed 
l i g h t o n at least that aspect of f a m i l y l i fe . O n e of 
the most s w e e p i n g is E l i s a b e t h B a d i n t e r ' s tome, 
Mother Love, Myth and Reality: Motherhood in 
Modern History. B a d i n t e r ' s m a i n thes is is 
s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d . M o t h e r love is not a u n i v e r s a l 
a n d n a t u r a l i n s t i n c t ; i t is a s o c i a l l y created p h e -
n o m e n o n . I n defense of her p o s i t i o n she e x a m -
ines m o t h e r h o o d i n (mos t ly ) F r a n c e across sev-
eral centuries . It is i m p o r t a n t to note here that 
c o n t r a r y to c l a i m s m a d e by B a d i n t e r ' s c r i t i c s , 4 
she does n o t c l a i m that m o t h e r love d i d n o t exis t 
i n the past . She a c k n o w l e d g e s , for e x a m p l e , the 
l o v e expressed by peasant w o m e n of M o n t a i l l o u 
t o w a r d s their o f f s p r i n g a n d by other mothers 
t o w a r d s the i r c h i l d r e n i n v a r i o u s t imes a n d p l a -
ces b u t notes that this evidence m u s t not be taken 
as p r o o f that m o t h e r love is a u n i v e r s a l f o r m of 
b e h a v i o u r that is i n n a t e a n d b i o l o g i c a l l y deter-
m i n e d . 
I n the f irst par t of her b o o k , B a d i n t e r rehearses 
m a n y of the a r g u m e n t s a l ready w e l l - k n o w n i n 
s o c i a l h i s t o r y . F o l l o w i n g i n the foot-steps of 
S h o r t e r , 5 she argues that " t h e absence of love was 
a s o c i a l a n d f a m i l y v a l u e " (p.27) i n F r a n c e u n t i l 
the m i d d l e of the e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y . S i m i l a r l y 
she accepts the m a i n thrust of A r i e s p o s i t i o n that 
c h i l d h o o d was n o t a c c o r d e d a s p e c i a l p l a c e i n 
society u n t i l a b o u t the same t i m e . 6 She notes that 
p r i o r to 1760 p h i l o s o p h e r s a n d t h e o l o g i a n s d i s -
p l a y e d a real fear of c h i l d h o o d a n d c o n d e m n e d 
c h i l d r e n for a l l m a n n e r of s ins as j u d g e d by a d u l t 
s tandards . O r d i n a r y p e o p l e , h o w e v e r , were m o r e 
i n c l i n e d to v i e w c h i l d r e n as nu isances o r m i s f o r -
tunes. 
B a d i n t e r c l a i m s that m a n y parents c o u l d not 
o r w o u l d n o t m a k e the sacrif ices necessary for 
r a i s i n g c h i l d r e n a n d s o u g h t t h r o u g h v a r i o u s 
m e a n s to r i d themselves of the " n u i s a n c e s . " H e r e 
she deals w i t h w h a t she ca l l s " t h e first i n d i c a t i o n 
of the re j ec t ion o f the c h i l d " (p .40)— the use of 
wet nurses . She argues , i n d e e d , that the w i d e -
s p r e a d use of wet nurses w h i c h c o n t r i b u t e d i n 
very large measure to h i g h rates of i n f a n t m o r t a l -
i t y i n the seventeenth a n d e i g h t e e n t h centuries is 
ev idence e n o u g h of the lack of a n y m a t e r n a l love 
i n s t i n c t . W h i l e she u n d e r s t a n d s recourse to wet 
n u r s i n g as a necessary strategy for s u r v i v a l i n 
p o o r f a m i l i e s w h e r e w o m e n were forced to w o r k 
o u t s i d e the h o m e a n d as a deference to t r a d i -
t i o n a l c o m m u n i t y s tandards i n l o w e r m i d d l e 
class f a m i l i e s w h e r e w o m e n ' s w o r k was r e q u i r e d 
i n f i e l d o r s h o p , she concentrates her a n a l y s i s o n 
a n d therefore d r a w s her c o n c l u s i o n s f r o m the 
a p p a r e n t b e h a v i o u r of w o m e n she defines as be-
i n g free of b o t h f i n a n c i a l pressure a n d t r a d i -
t i o n a l v a l u e systems. She does this o n the 
g r o u n d s that by c o n s i d e r i n g the ac t ions of 
w o m e n w h o were the freest " w e c a n w i t h the 
greatest cer ta inty q u e s t i o n the s p o n t a n e i t y of 
m o t h e r l o v e . " (p.52) 
I n l o o k i n g at the treatment of c h i l d r e n by the 
w o m e n of the " p r i v i l e g e d c l a s s , " B a d i n t e r f i n d s 
s igns of m a t e r n a l i n d i f f e r e n c e everywhere . She 
cites the absence of s o r r o w over the death of a 
c h i l d , the f a i l u r e of parents to at tend c h i l d r e n ' s 
f u n e r a l s , a n d the lack of overt evidence of gr ief as 
a s t r o n g i n d i c a t i o n that love was l a c k i n g . She 
discusses the i n e q u a l i t y of treatment meted o u t 
to c h i l d r e n i n a f a m i l y , n o t i n g p a r t i c u l a r l y that 
the eldest s o n was c o d d l e d a n d cared for far m o r e 
t h a n his s i b l i n g s a n d that he w o u l d be the o n l y 
c h i l d to be n u r s e d a n d cared for by the m o t h e r 
herself. O t h e r c h i l d r e n w o u l d be sent off to wet 
nurses a n d v i r t u a l l y i g n o r e d for per iods of u p to 
f o u r years. I n this context of selective feel ings she 
asks " w h e r e is the m o t h e r love that is sa id to exist 
i n a l l places a n d at a l l t imes?" (p.66) 
B a d i n t e r sees the refusal to nurse as the s t r o n g -
est evidence of m a t e r n a l indi f ference . Indeed, she 
refers to the refusal to nurse as a n " u n n a t u r a l 
a c t " a n d is la rge ly u n s y m p a t h e t i c to the a r g u -
m e n t s w o m e n used to j u s t i f y their d e c i s i o n . She 
sees these a r g u m e n t s as s i m p l y excuses w o m e n 
used so that they c o u l d c o n t i n u e to i g n o r e the i r 
c h i l d r e n i n order to p u r s u e l ives outs ide of the 
r e a l m of d o m e s t i c i t y . W h i l e Badinter ' s tone is 
here, as it is e lsewhere i n the b o o k , s o m e w h a t 
a m b i v a l e n t (perhaps the fau l t of a bad transla-
t ion?) a n d a l m o s t suggests that, i n fact, there is 
m o t h e r love a n d these w o m e n were a b n o r m a l , 
she is q u i c k to t h e n take u p the a r g u m e n t that 
w o m e n rejected m o t h e r h o o d i n a n a t tempt to 
m o v e b e y o n d the roles of wives a n d m o t h e r s to 
achieve some measure of e m a n c i p a t i o n . S ince 
m o t h e r h o o d was not accorded a n y r e c o g n i t i o n 
by society, p r i v i l e g e d w o m e n s o u g h t esteem i n 
other ways , ways not c o m p a t i b l e w i t h m o t h e r -
h o o d . T h e i r p r i m e m o t i v a t i o n was the desire for 
p e r s o n a l f r e e d o m , w h e t h e r it was f reedom to d o 
" w h a t they w a n t e d w h e n they w a n t e d , " to d o 
w h a t the trend-setters d i d or to p u r s u e in te l lec -
t u a l matters , (pp.89-90) T h a t the p u r s u i t of per-
s o n a l f r e e d o m for whatever goals , w o r t h y or not , 
h a d tragic consequences for c h i l d r e n is a c k n o w l -
edged by B a d i n t e r w h o describes the c o n s e q u e n -
ces of the v i r t u a l a b a n d o n m e n t of c h i l d r e n to wet 
nurses, tutors a n d governesses a n d b o a r d i n g 
s c h o o l s . She a l s o suggests that this way of treat-
i n g c h i l d r e n became a d o m i n a n t va lue i n society 
t h o u g h less p r i v i l e g e d w o m e n c o u l d o n l y d r e a m 
of l e a v i n g m o t h e r h o o d b e h i n d . 
By 1760, however , Badinter argues that changes 
were afoot . S o m e w o m e n such as M i n e , d u 
Chate le t , one of the femmes philosophes a n d 
mistress to V o l t a i r e , real ized that k n o w l e d g e was 
the means to l i b e r a t i o n but that k n o w l e d g e was 
not e n o u g h to secure p o w e r . In other w o r d s , " f o r 
w o m e n k n o w l e d g e was o n l y a c o n s o l a t i o n , a 
so l i tary p leasure that d i d l i t t le to satisfy the w i l l 
to p o w e r . " (p.88) A c c o r d i n g to B a d i n t e r , M m e . 
d ' E p i n a y , a f o l l o w e r of R o u s s e a u , d r e w o n d u 
Chate le t ' s p o s i t i o n to leave k n o w l e d g e to m e n 
a n d take " s y m b o l i c possess ion of a n o t h e r role , 
l o n g left vacant : that of m o t h e r . " (p.88) 
I n the second part of her b o o k , B a d i n t e r e x a m -
ines h o w , at the e n d of the e ighteenth century , 
" t h e idea of m o t h e r love resurged w i t h the force 
a n d a p p e a l of a b r a n d - n e w c o n c e p t . " ( p . l 17) She 
is q u i t e u n e q u i v o c a l i n t y i n g this c h a n g e i n 
" i d e o l o g y " to the state's perce ived need for m o r e 
c i t izens . T h e renewed interest i n m o t h e r love o n 
the part of wri ters , a d m i n i s t r a t o r s a n d doctors 
was the result of a m a l e - d e f i n e d g o a l to increase' 
the p o p u l a t i o n of France by e n c o u r a g i n g w o m e n 
to s p e n d the i r t i m e b e a r i n g a n d c a r i n g for c h i l d -
ren . T h i s m a t e r i a l a n d very concrete g o a l was 
r e i n f o r c e d by the p h i l o s o p h y of the E n g l i g h t e n -
ment w h i c h e m p h a s i z e d ideas of e q u a l i t y a n d 
i n d i v i d u a l h a p p i n e s s . B a d i n t e r argues, i n fact, 
that w o m e n w o u l d have i g n o r e d the e c o n o m i c 
a n d s o c i a l a r g u m e n t s for s u b o r d i n a t i n g the i r 
self-interest to the interests of c h i l d r e n h a d they 
not a l s o been p r o m i s e d e q u a l i t y , love a n d h a p p -
iness i n re la t ions between h u s b a n d a n d w i f e . 
In a n y event, B a d i n t e r sees the emergence of a 
" n e w m o t h e r " i n the p e r i o d after 1760, p a r t i c u -
l a r l y w i t h i n the m i d d l e class. C h i l d r e n assume 
centre stage a n d m o t h e r s b e g i n to focus their 
a t t e n t i o n o n the care a n d r e a r i n g of the y o u n g . 
Wet n u r s i n g was a b a n d o n e d as were s w a d d l i n g 
c lo thes a n d other restraints . T h e r e was n e w c o n -
cern for h y g i e n e a n d c leanl iness a n d mothers 
b e g a n to f o n d l e a n d c u d d l e the i r babies . T h e 
h e a l t h of c h i l d r e n became a centra l c o n c e r n a n d 
w h e n i n f a n t s a n d c h i l d r e n d i e d they were 
m o u r n e d a n d the i r parents d i s p l a y e d p u b l i c 
grief . By the m i d d l e of the n ine teenth century 
" t h e n e w m o t h e r was the w o m a n we k n o w a l l 
too w e l l , the one w h o l ives e n t i r e l y for a n d 
t h r o u g h her c h i l d r e n . " (p. 179) 
B a d i n t e r makes it c lear that not a l l w o m e n 
r u s h e d to embrace the n e w m o t h e r h o o d . A r i s t o -
c ra t i c w o m e n , w o m e n w i t h s o c i a l o r i n t e l l e c t u a l 
a m b i t i o n s o r w o m e n w i t h the w i l l to p o w e r 
c o n t i n u e d to resist the c a l l to be d o t i n g mothers . 
F o r m a n y w o m e n , however , m o t h e r h o o d seemed 
to offer t h e m advantages not o therwise a v a i l a b l e . 
It is B a d i n t e r ' s v i e w that for m i d d l e class w o m e n , 
espec ia l ly , the new role offered e n h a n c e d status 
a n d a type of e m a n c i p a t i o n rooted i n the a c q u i -
s i t i o n of p o w e r w i t h i n the domest i c sphere. 
" M o t h e r h o o d became a g r a t i f y i n g ro le because it 
was n o w a repos i tory of the society's i d e a l i s m . " 
(p. 190) 
M o t h e r h o o d m a y have been a g r a t i f y i n g role 
for m a n y w o m e n but for those w h o w i s h e d to 
a v o i d d e v o t i n g their l ives to-babies a n e w e m o -
t i o n entered the p i c t u r e . W o m e n felt increas-
i n g l y forced to resort to ruses if they w i s h e d to 
escape the n e w r e q u i r e m e n t s of m o t h e r h o o d . 
W o m e n c a m e to feel r e s p o n s i b l e for their c h i l d -
r e n even i f they d i d not w a n t to be. A s B a d n i t e r 
p u t i t , " R o u s s e a u h a d w o n a very s i g n i f i c a n t 
batt le . G u i l t h a d i n v a d e d w o m e n ' s hear ts . " 
(P-201) 
I n the t h i r d a n d c o n c l u d i n g sect ion of her 
b o o k , B a d i n t e r e x a m i n e s h o w the mother ' s ro le 
was e x p a n d e d f r o m the late e i g h t e e n t h to the 
t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y to i n c l u d e r e s p o n s i b i l i t y for 
a l l aspects of the c h i l d ' s l i fe . I n the e ighteenth 
c e n t u r y the m o t h e r became r e s p o n s i b l e for the 
c h i l d ' s h e a l t h , i n the n i n e t e e n t h r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 
for m o r a l a n d r e l i g i o u s e d u c a t i o n was ass igned 
to her a n d i n the t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y she assumed 
" a t e r r i f y i n g a s s i g n m e n t " ( p . 2 0 )— r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 
for the c h i l d ' s h a p p i n e s s a n d e m o t i o n a l w e l l -
b e i n g . A l l of th is was i n k e e p i n g w i t h the d e f i n i -
t i o n of w o m a n ' s true " n a t u r e " by m a l e theoreti-
c i a n s of v a r i o u s sorts. A s B a d i n t e r p o i n t s o u t , 
t h o u g h o n e h u n d r e d a n d f i f ty years separate 
t h e m , R o u s s e a u a n d F r e u d b o t h character ized 
the " n o r m a l " w o m a n as o n e w i t h a h i g h l y deve-
l o p e d sense of d e v o t i o n a n d sacr i f ice . F o r love 
a n d w i t h j o y she gave herself to the b e a r i n g a n d 
r e a r i n g of c h i l d r e n . " F e m i n i n e n a t u r e " became 
s y n o n y m o u s w i t h l o v i n g m o t h e r h o o d a n d this 
h a d d i re consequences for w o m e n w h o d i d not 
l i v e u p to the i d e a l . W o m e n s e e k i n g to escape the 
ro le of m o t h e r were subject to m o r a l c o n d e m n a -
t i o n a n d w o m e n w h o c o u l d n o t or w o u l d n o t 
c o n f o r m to the expec ta t ions for g o o d mothers 
were a lso c o n d e m n e d . 
It is o n l y recent ly w i t h the advent of second 
w a v e f e m i n i s m that w o m e n have been able to 
ser ious ly c h a l l e n g e the n a r r o w concept of their 
r o l e as m o t h e r . B a d i n t e r argues that " B y destroy-
i n g the F r e u d i a n m y t h of the passive a n d maso-
c h i s t i c ' n o r m a l ' w o m a n , the f e m i n i s t s rendered 
n u l l a n d v o i d the theory of the n a t u r a l l y devoted 
m a r t y r - m o t h e r . . . . " (p. 293) N o w that it is c lear 
that m o t h e r i n g is not a n a t u r a l i n s t i n c t , B a d i n t e r 
suggests that a r e - e v a l u a t i o n n o t o n l y of m o t h e r -
i n g but of f a t h e r i n g s h o u l d occur . 
B a d i n t e r ' s b o o k covers several centuries of the 
h i s t o r y of m o t h e r h o o d a n d c o i n c i d e n t a l l y f a m -
i l y l i f e . T h e b r o a d parameters o f her thesis seem 
p l a u s i b l e e n o u g h but i n m a n y ways her w o r k 
lacks the necessary a t t e n t i o n b o t h to the use of 
evidence a n d to c o n c e p t u a l c l a r i t y to m a k e it to-
t a l l y c o n v i n c i n g . I n i m p o r t a n t ways these t w o 
p r o b l e m s are l i n k e d for w i t h o u t a c lear i d e a 
a b o u t w h a t exact ly is b e i n g e x a m i n e d , it is d i f f i -
c u l t to evaluate the evidence. Is B a d i n t e r l o o k i n g 
at the d e v e l o p m e n t of a concept of m o t h e r h o o d 
or is she rea l ly t r y i n g to evaluate w h e t h e r or not a 
b i o l o g i c a l m a t e r n a l ins t inc t exists? It seems that 
a b i o l o g i c a l materna l i n s t i n c t , m o t h e r l i n e s s a n d 
m o t h e r h o o d are three d i s t i n c t concepts but a l l 
too of ten B a d i n t e r tends to use t h e m i n t e r c h a n -
geably . F o r e x a m p l e , she says " I t is not a ques-
t i o n of d e n y i n g the existence of love before a 
cer ta in p e r i o d . . . . B u t love en joyed nei ther the sta-
tus n o r the i m p o r t a n c e we grant it t o d a y . " (p.27) 
Is she not , then, i n fact a c k n o w l e d g i n g that love 
has a l w a y s existed, is u n i v e r s a l but that it s i m p l y 
takes di f ferent forms at di f ferent t imes i n di f fer -
ent cul tures? A r i e s i n h i s w o r k o n the h i s t o r y of 
c h i l d h o o d d i s t i n g u i s h e s c lear ly between c h i l d -
ren a n d c h i l d h o o d as a n idea or concept . B a d i n -
ter fa i l s to d o this for mothers a n d m o t h e r h o o d . 
I n several respects, B a d i n t e r ' s use of evidence 
raises q u e s t i o n s . She relies h e a v i l y o n very few 
sources a n d most of those sources were w r i t t e n 
by m e n . Indeed, several recently p u b l i s h e d w o r k s 
i n the h i s t o r y of w o m e n , c h i l d h o o d a n d the f a m -
i l y w o u l d lead one to suspect that B a d i n t e r has 
been rather selective i n her c h o i c e of sources. H e r 
u n c r i t i c a l use o f l i terary evidence is p r o b l e m a t i c 
for , as h i s t o r i a n s k n o w , l i terary evidence of ten 
tel ls us m o r e about the society i n w h i c h the 
a u t h o r l ives . T h i s is d o u b l y p r o b l e m a t i c w h e n 
the l i terary p r o d u c t i o n of males is used to shed 
l i g h t o n the female experience . 
It is a lso i m p o r t a n t to ask whether B a d i n t e r is 
i n t e r p r e t i n g a l l her evidence i n the correct w a y or 
w h e t h e r she is l e t t i n g o u r " m o d e r n " standards 
serve as the c r i t e r ia for j u d g m e n t . I n one spot she 
recognizes that twent ie th century p s y c h o l o g i c a l 
a n a l y s i s m i g h t be " m i s l e a d i n g " w h e n used to try 
to u n d e r s t a n d the past (p. 192), but o n the w h o l e 
she a p p l i e s o u r current cr i ter ia to j u d g e mothers 
a n d fathers i n the past. H e n c e she is able to cite as 
evidence of a lack of a f fec t ion the f a i l u r e of par -
ents to over t ly grieve over the death of c h i l d r e n or 
a t tend their c h i l d r e n ' s funerals . H o w e v e r , as 
W i l s o n p o i n t s out , "ret icence i n bereavement is 
n o g u i d e to the d e p t h of loss f e l t " a n d f a i l u r e to 
a t tend a f u n e r a l m i g h t just as easily be seen "as 
a n i n d i c a t i o n of intense g r i e f . " 7 S i m i l a r counter -
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s c a n be m a d e of m a n y aspects of 
B a d i n t e r ' s evidence, par t ly because she has rather 
u n c r i t i c a l l y a d o p t e d the in terpreta t ions of some 
h i s t o r i a n s s u c h as Shorter a n d A r i d a e s w i t h o u t 
g i v i n g d u e a t t e n t i o n to the c r i t i q u e s of their 
w o r k . 8 
T h e r e are m a n y p r o b l e m s w i t h E l i s a b e t h 
B a d i n t e r ' s b o o k , p r o b l e m s p a r t l y e x p l a i n e d by 
the fact that she was w r i t i n g for the m o r e " p o p u -
l a r " m a r k e t . Nonethe less , the b o o k raises some 
i m p o r t a n t q u e s t i o n s a b o u t the ways i n w h i c h a n 
i d e o l o g y c a n be used to create a n d j u s t i f y a n e w 
real i ty w h e n it is d e m a n d e d by those w i t h p o w e r . 
F o r w o m e n s e e k i n g to u n d e r s t a n d their fee l ings 
a b o u t m o t h e r h o o d , this b o o k w i l l p r o v i d e u s e f u l 
i n s i g h t s a b o u t the ways i n w h i c h the c o n c e p t of 
m o t h e r h o o d has taken shape a n d h o w that c o n -
cept i n f l u e n c e s the way we feel a n d t h i n k . A n d 
for those s e e k i n g to u n d e r s t a n d w o m e n ' s h i s tory , 
B a d i n t e r demonstrates ways i n w h i c h w o m e n 
c a n be v i e w e d as active creators of their o w n 
h i s t o r y by s h o w i n g t h e m not as v i c t i m s or pas-
sive objects b u t as c o n s c i o u s p a r t i c i p a n t s . T h a t 
the c h o i c e of " e q u a l b u t separate" spheres m a y 
not have been the r i g h t one does n o t negate the 
fact that m a n y w o m e n d i d choose a role that they 
felt e n h a n c e d their p o w e r . N o r c a n we i g n o r e the 
o p p o s i t i o n of m a n y w o m e n to the " n e w m o t h -
e r h o o d , " a n o p p o s i t i o n w h i c h B a d i n t e r d u l y 
records. 
I n m a n y respects, A n n D a i l y ' s b o o k , Invent-
ing Motherhood: The Consequences of an Ideal, 
covers m u c h of the same terr i tory as B a d i n t e r ' s 
t h o u g h it is w r i t t e n m o r e c lear ly f r o m the v i e w of 
a p r a c t i s i n g p s y c h i a t r i s t a n d is s lanted t o w a r d s 
w h a t she cons iders the c o n t e m p o r a r y p r o b l e m s 
of m o t h e r i n g . I s h o u l d a d m i t f r o m the start that I 
was s o m e w h a t p u t off by the rather s m u g M a r -
garet T h a t c h e r i s h " I k n o w best" tone of m u c h of 
th is b o o k 9 . B u t that as ide , A n n D a l l y has s o m e 
i n t e r e s t i n g t h i n g s to say a b o u t m o t h e r h o o d 
w h i c h , as she notes i n the f irst p a r a g r a p h of her 
i n t r o d u c t i o n , d i d n o t emerge as a concept u n t i l 
the V i c t o r i a n era . A s she says, " T h e r e have 
a l w a y s been mothers but m o t h e r h o o d was i n -
v e n t e d . " (p.17) 
P a r t O n e of D a i l y ' s b o o k is e n t i t l e d " C h a n g -
i n g M o t h e r h o o d . " It is a s w e e p i n g e x p l o r a t i o n 
of changes i n the experiences of mothers over 
several centuries m o t i v a t e d by the a s s u m p t i o n 
that u n t i l we u n d e r s t a n d the m e a n i n g ass igned 
to a " c o n f i d e n c e i n the s u r v i v a l of ourselves a n d 
o u r c h i l d r e n " w e c a n n o t u n d e r s t a n d m o d e r n 
p a r e n t i n g . T h e converse of this a s s u m p t i o n is 
o b v i o u s : u n t i l w e u n d e r s t a n d the m e a n i n g as-
s i g n e d to a l ack of c o n f i d e n c e i n s u r v i v a l we 
c a n n o t u n d e r s t a n d p a r e n t i n g d u r i n g the p e r i o d 
w h e n m a t e r n a l a n d i n f a n t m o r t a l i t y rates were 
very h i g h . 
I n a n a t tempt to u n d e r s t a n d p a r e n t i n g , a n d 
p a r t i c u l a r l y m o t h e r i n g i n the past, D a l l y takes 
the reader o n a q u i c k r o m p t h r o u g h a n u m b e r of 
the u s u a l secondary sources i n c l u d i n g The Image 
of Childhood by Peter C o v e n e y , Centuries of 
Childhood by P h i l i p p e A r i e s , The World We 
Have Lost by Peter L a s l e t t , The Making of the 
Modern Family by E d w a r d Shorter a n d The 
Family, Sex and Marriage in England, 1500-1800 
by L a w r e n c e S tone . She seems l a r g e l y u n a w a r e 
of the c r i t i c i s m s of these w o r k s a n d accepts the 
general thrust of their i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s to create a 
p i c t u r e of f a m i l y l i f e i n the past m a r k e d by i n d i f -
ference a n d neglect, a p i c t u r e w h i c h then c h a n g e d 
as the w o r l d b e g a n to i n d u s t r i a l i z e a n d " m o d e r n -
i z e " . 
She then turns her a t t e n t i o n to a d i s c u s s i o n of 
the p s y c h o h i s t o r i c a l a p p r o a c h of L l o y d d e M a u s e 
as reflected i n the c o l l e c t i o n of art icles he edi ted 
a n d p u b l i s h e d u n d e r the t i t le The History of 
Childhood. D e M a u s e analyses p a r e n t - c h i l d re la -
t i o n s h i p s over t i m e by a p p l y i n g F r e u d i a n psy-
c h o l o g y to evidence f r o m the past. D a l l y a c k n o w -
ledges that " t h e result is s o m e t i m e s b i z a r r e " 
(p .56)—most h i s t o r i a n s w o u l d say " t h o r o u g h l y 
b i z a r r e " for to a p p l y one f o r m of c o n t e m p o r a r y 
p s y c h o a n a l y t i c theory d e v e l o p e d o u t of the case 
studies of m i d d l e class V i e n n e s e to the to ta l i ty of 
western h i s t o r y a n d to pos i t a l l h i s t o r i c a l c h a n g e 
as the result of shif ts i n p a r e n t - c h i l d re la t ions is 
s i m p l y l u d i c r o u s . A s J o a n S i m o n has p o i n t e d 
o u t , a n d her o b s e r v a t i o n c a n be a p p l i e d to 
d e M a u s e , B a d i n t e r a n d D a l l y , there are serious 
d i f f i c u l t i e s i n a r r i v i n g at g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s a b o u t 
parents a n d c h i l d r e n by u s i n g " s o c i o l o g i c a l a n d 
p s y c h o l o g i c a l concepts d e r i v i n g d i r e c t l y f r o m 
the s tudy of m o d e r n i n s t i t u t i o n s w h o s e o r i g i n 
a n d deve lopment is the very matter i n q u e s t i o n . 1 0 " 
T h i s c o m m e n t aside, D a l l y uses m u c h of 
d e M a u s e to s h o w h o w badly treated c h i l d r e n 
were i n the past. She parts c o m p a n y w i t h h i m o n 
h i s v iews a b o u t the best f o r m of c h i l d - r e a r i n g 
w h i c h he sees as w a r m , l o v i n g , h e l p f u l a n d f u l l 
of e m p a t h y w i t h b o t h parents d e v o t i n g enor-
m o u s a m o u n t s of t i m e a n d a t t e n t i o n to their 
o f f s p r i n g . I n this m o d e of c h i l d care parents meet 
the every need of c h i l d as d e t e r m i n e d by the 
c h i l d — t h e y are to ta l ly devoted. D a l l y indicates 
that her p s y c h i a t r i c pract ice a m p l y i l lustrates 
the m a n y p r o b l e m s caused by this total a n d 
in tense i n v o l v e m e n t of parents (for w h i c h read 
m o t h e r s ) a n d suggests that this is jus t one of 
m a n y f a s h i o n s w h i c h have been p r e v a l e n t i n 
c h i l d - r e a r i n g over t i m e . 
I n d e a l i n g w i t h the m o d e r n f a s h i o n s i n c h i l d 
care she e x a m i n e s the w o r k of m e n s u c h as W i n -
n i c o t t , T r u b y K i n g a n d B o w l b y a n d s h o w s h o w 
there is a n a l m o s t u n i v e r s a l bel ief that m o t h e r 
a n d c h i l d s h o u l d rarely or never be separated. 
T h a t this p o s i t i o n a l so serves the interests of the 
state has n o t escaped her a t t e n t i o n but her real 
c o n c e r n is w i t h the results she sees of this forced 
c lose a n d i so la ted r e l a t i o n s h i p between m o t h e r 
a n d c h i l d , w i t h w h a t she cal ls the p r i v a t i s a t i o n 
of m o t h e r h o o d . S h e notes that a l o n g w i t h the 
i d e a l i z a t i o n of m o t h e r h o o d there is a d e n i g r a -
t i o n of m o t h e r i n g for society makes l i t t le or n o 
p r o v i s i o n for a m o t h e r a n d c h i l d r e n i n terms of 
the d e s i g n of s u b u r b s , i n the p r o v i s i o n of f a c i l i -
ties i n p u b l i c places for n u r s i n g a n d t o i l e t t i n g 
c h i l d r e n a n d so o n . Indeed, she argues that the 
f e m i n i s t m o v e m e n t has a l so i g n o r e d the real 
p r o b l e m s of m o t h e r s a n d addresses o n l y s u c h 
issues as b i r t h c o n t r o l a n d a b o r t i o n a n d so m o d -
e r n mothers are left i so lated i n houses w i t h v i r -
t u a l l y n o s u p p o r t a n d n o contact w i t h others a n d 
w i t h a l l the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y for seeing that the 
c h i l d r e n g r o w u p to be h a p p y , p r o d u c t i v e c i t i -
zens. She considers the f e m i n i s t d e m a n d for 
access to u n i v e r s a l a n d free day care as inade-
q u a t e for " T h e cost of m e e t i n g these d e m a n d s is 
s e l d o m m e n t i o n e d a n d ne i ther are the i m p o r t a n t 
effects that this w o u l d have o n c h i l d r e n . . . . T h e 
d e m a n d so o f t e n seems to be that day care 
. . . s h o u l d be p r o v i d e d as t h o u g h that was the e n d 
of the p r o b l e m s of m o t h e r h o o d . " (p. 178) She 
fur ther argues that f e m i n i s m either ignores or 
t r iv ia l izes m o t h e r h o o d , a n d , i n a clever t u r n of 
F r i e d a n ' s f a m o u s phrase, says " m o t h e r h o o d is 
the p r o b l e m that c a n n o t be faced by m o d e r n 
f e m i n i s t s . " (p.179) 
She a c k n o w l e d g e s that perhaps some change 
is a foot w i t h regard to the f e m i n i s t p o s i t i o n n o w 
that " s o m e of the m o r e voci ferous of the w o m e n ' s 
l i b e r a t i o n i s t s have become mothers themselves" 
but there is s t i l l " n o a t tempt to s h o w that m o t h -
e r h o o d c a n be w o m e n ' s great strength rather 
t h a n their b u r d e n . " (p. 183) She suggests that 
w o m e n o u g h t to c o n s i d e r " r o c k i n g the cradle as 
a p r i v i l e g e " w h i c h s h o u l d be restricted " o n l y to 
those m e n a n d w o m e n w h o are wise e n o u g h , 
a n d d e v e l o p e d e n o u g h a n d sane e n o u g h to be 
r e s p o n s i b l e for i t . " (p. 185) She c o n c l u d e s this 
assessment by a r g u i n g that o n l y w h e n f e m i n i s m 
wri tes " s e n s i b l y " a b o u t mothers a n d mother -
h o o d , o n l y w h e n the pleasures a n d joys of m o t h -
e r i n g are a c k n o w l e d g e d w i l l the w o m e n ' s m o v e -
m e n t g r o w a n d f l o u r i s h . 
W i t h th is , D a l l y moves o n to Par t T w o , " T h e 
C r i s i s of M o t h e r h o o d . " T h i s is a p e c u l i a r section 
for it l a r g e l y cons is ts of a r e c o u n t i n g of a l l the 
" d e v i a n t " f o r m s m o t h e r i n g c a n take discussed i n 
a rather u n s y m p a t h e t i c a n d " h o l i e r t h a n t h o u " 
w a y . There is m o r e t h a n a t inge of a n t i - w o m a n 
sent iment expressed here (and elsewhere) . Before 
l a u n c h i n g i n t o dev iant m o t h e r i n g , however , 
D a l l y offers a d e f i n i t i o n of w h a t m o t h e r l i n e s s 
o u g h t to be. 
. . . m o t h e r l i n e s s is w a r m t h , c a r i n g i n a sensi-
tive w a y , together w i t h a desire to protect 
a n d e n h a n c e the c h i l d a n d the c a p a c i t y to 
d o this . It means p u t t i n g the other 's inter-
ests first a n d k n o w i n g what these interests 
are w i t h o u t r e a d i n g a b o o k or b e i n g t o l d 
...It means cons tancy , the c o m m u n i c a t i o n 
of security a n d o p t i m i s m , a n d also patience, 
tolerance, the c o n t r o l of i m m e d i a t e feel ings 
a l o n g w i t h the r e c o g n i t i o n of negative a n d 
u n p l e a s a n t fee l ings . It invo lves the capac-
ity to delay sa t i s fac t ion a n d the a b i l i t y to 
t h i n k a n d feel i n terms of the d e v e l o p i n g 
c h i l d . . . t o k n o w w h e n anger is felt a n d o n 
a p p r o p r i a t e occas ions to be a n g r y yet at the 
same t i m e b e i n g f o r g i v i n g towards a c h i l d 
(P-19H) 
The list of character ist ics goes o n but e n o u g h are 
l isted here to g ive some idea of D a i l y ' s perspec-
tive o n m o t h e r i n g . D o these characterist ics not 
s o u n d very m u c h l i k e a n i d e a l i z a t i o n of m o t h e r -
h o o d , a n e w set of i m p o s s i b l e d e m a n d s for 
mothers? Later , too, D a l l y emphasizes that m o t h -
e r i n g is a process m o s t successful " w h e n it is n o t 
i n t e l l e c t u a l " for in te l l ec tua l s " i n e v i t a b l y lack 
intuitive (my emphas is ) materna l feelings because 
their constant i n t e l l e c t u a l a c t i v i t y prevents the 
d e v e l o p m e n t of a u t h e n t i c m a t e r n a l f e e l i n g s . " 
(p.245) T h e r e we have it. T h e r e is, after a l l , some 
i n t u i t i v e m a t e r n a l i s m despite her earl ier account-
i n g of a l l the abuse c h i l d r e n have been subjected 
to across the centur ies . Society has s i m p l y d i s -
torted this n a t u r a l tendency to m o t h e r — a ten-
dency w h i c h D a l l y says c a n be f o u n d i n b o t h 
sexes but discusses as t h o u g h it were essential ly 
f e m a l e — b y m a k i n g the c o n d i t i o n s for m o t h e r -
i n g d i f f i c u l t . 
W h a t is to be d o n e to m a k e m o t h e r i n g easier 
for w o m e n ? D a l l y suggests m o r e i n v o l v e m e n t of 
m e n a n d a c o m m i t m e n t to ensure that w o m e n 
are n o l o n g e r i so la ted i n l o n e l y h o m e s i n the 
s u b u r b s . E f for t s s h o u l d be m a d e to p r o v i d e s u p -
p o r t services f o r m o t h e r s — p a r k s a n d p l a y -
g r o u n d s , p h y s i c a l fac i l i t i es for n u r s i n g a n d 
other c h i l d care f u n c t i o n s i n p u b l i c places, a n d 
so o n . I n a d d i t i o n , her m a i n s u g g e s t i o n is the 
d e v e l o p m e n t of a large n e t w o r k of day h o m e s 
(rather t h a n day care centres) w h e r e c h i l d r e n 
c o u l d be cared for by t r a i n e d c h i l d m i n d e r s 
( "even the most u n e d u c a t e d c a n be t r a i n e d to be 
g o o d at i t " (p .312)—so m u c h for i n t u i t i v e m o t h -
e r i n g ! ) . T h i s is, of course, h a r d l y a n a s t o n i s h i n g 
n e w idea a n d it is rather a n a n t i - c l i m a c t i c 
s u g g e s t i o n . 
" W h y d o w o m e n not see that i n m o t h e r h o o d 
lies their p o w e r ? " asks D a l l y , (p.323) W o m e n 
have a l l o w e d m e n to assume this p o w e r w h e n , i n 
fact, w o m e n need to use their p o w e r over these 
early years. T h e w o r l d is i n the mess it is i n 
because w o m e n have a l l o w e d b o t h the i d e a l i z a -
t i o n a n d d e n i g r a t i o n of m o t h e r h o o d to o c c u r 
a n d thus m o t h e r s a n d their c h i l d r e n have been 
neglected. 
T h e r e is m u c h i n D a i l y ' s b o o k that is i m p o r -
tant a n d needs s a y i n g t h o u g h , of course , she is 
w r o n g to suggest that f e m i n i s t s have not u n d e r -
s t o o d the effects o n w o m e n a n d c h i l d r e n of the 
c r e a t i o n of separate p r i v a t e a n d p u b l i c s p h e r e s " . 
U n f o r t u n a t e l y aspects of her a r g u m e n t s are 
c o u c h e d i n terms w h i c h b l a m e w o m e n for the 
c u r r e n t state of a f fa irs a n d there is s o m e t h i n g 
q u e e n beeish a b o u t m a n y of her c o m p l a i n t s 
a b o u t m o t h e r s a n d m o t h e r i n g . H e r eclectic a n d 
o f ten u n d i s c i p l i n e d a p p r o a c h to her m a t e r i a l 
a n d the c o n t r a d i c t i o n s w h i c h resul t w i l l be t r o u -
b l e s o m e to m a n y readers. T h o s e f a m i l i a r w i t h 
the h i s t o r y of f e m i n i s t t h o u g h t w i l l recognize 
m a n y of her arguments about the key role of m o t h -
ers i n c r e a t i n g a better society a n d w i l l u n d e r -
s tand w h y her p o s t i o n is far too s i m p l i s t i c . 
F r o m t w o s w e e p i n g a n d s o m e t i m e s p o l e m i c a l 
b o o k s w e t u r n n o w to t w o c a r e f u l l y d o c u m e n t e d 
h i s t o r i c a l s tudies w h i c h e x a m i n e aspects of the 
e x p e r i e n c e of m o t h e r s over a forty year s p a n i n 
E n g l a n d a n d W a l e s . T h e de ta i l ed a n d c a r e f u l 
w o r k of D i a n a G i t t i n s i n Fair Sex: Family Size 
and Structure, 1900-1939 a n d J a n e L e w i s i n The 
Politics of Motherhood: Child and Maternal 
Welfare in England, 1900-1939 h e l p s us eva luate 
s o m e of the broader a r g u m e n t s a n d genera l iza -
t ions made by B a d i n t e r a n d D a l l y . 
B a d i n t e r , for e x a m p l e , concentrates m u c h of 
her effort o n a n e x p l o r a t i o n of the m o t h e r s of the 
" p r i v i l e g e d c l a s s " because it is her v i e w they 
were the trend-setters, that w o m e n o u t s i d e this 
class w o u l d seek to e m u l a t e the b e h a v i o u r of 
those " a b o v e " t h e m . It is this very " e m b o u r -
g e o i s e m e n t " or " d i f f u s i o n " m o d e l w h i c h G i t -
t ins f inds unsat i s fac tory as a n e x p l a n a t i o n for 
the s t a r t l i n g d e c l i n e i n f a m i l y size i n the E n g l i s h 
w o r k i n g class d u r i n g the first f o u r decades of the 
t w e n t i e t h century . Instead she chooses to l o o k at 
w o r k i n g class w o m e n a n d f a m i l y size f r o m their 
p o i n t - o f - v i e w a n d a t tempts to c lassi fy these 
w o m e n not by the o c c u p a t i o n s of their h u s b a n d s 
as is u s u a l l y d o n e but by the w o m e n ' s o w n o c c u -
p a t i o n a l exper iences . O n e of her cent ra l a i m s , 
a n d the one w h i c h y ie lds the m o s t i n t e r e s t i n g 
i n f o r m a t i o n , was " t o e x p l o r e i n greater d e p t h 
the a s s o c i a t i o n between w o m e n w o r k i n g , f e r t i l -
i ty a n d f a m i l y s ize . " (p.25) She a l so sets o u t to 
l o o k at h o w p o w e r re la t ions i n society a n d 
w i t h i n the f a m i l y i n f l u e n c e the w a y i n w h i c h 
dec i s ions are m a d e a b o u t f a m i l y size. 
A f t e r a l o o k at v a r i o u s theories of f e r t i l i ty a n d 
f a m i l y size a n d a n e x p l a n a t i o n of w h e r e they f a l l 
d o w n , G i t t i n s sets the stage for her o w n in terpre -
t a t i o n by l o o k i n g at B r i t i s h society between 1900 
a n d 1939. A l t h o u g h there were s t i l l m a n y pockets 
of real p o v e r t y , the s t a n d a r d of l i v i n g was s l o w l y 
i m p r o v i n g . I n order to p r o m o t e c o n s u m e r i n -
dustr ies , d o m e s t i c i t y , f a m i l y l i fe a n d the c o n c e p t 
of w o m a n as w i f e a n d m o t h e r became par t of the 
d o m i n a n t i d e o l o g y a n d the h e a l t h , wel fare a n d 
e d u c a t i o n of c h i l d r e n was p u s h e d t h r o u g h the 
aegis of the c h i l d a n d m a t e r n a l wel fare m o v e -
m e n t . A c c o r d i n g to G i t t i n s , th is m o v e m e n t 
served to re inforce the i s o l a t i o n of the w o m a n i n 
the h o m e by b r e a k i n g d o w n the t r a d i t i o n a l 
w o m e n ' s ne tworks a n d s u p p o r t systems. W o m e n 
t h u s became more dependent o n their h u s b a n d s 
a n d state agencies for s u p p o r t . I n a d d i t i o n , 
changes i n leisure patterns—the advent of m o v i e s 
a n d r a d i o a n d the p r o l i f e r a t i o n o f w o m e n ' s 
m a g a z i n e s , for e x a m p l e — e n c o u r a g e d f a m i l y 
act iv i t ies rather t h a n c o m m u n i t y ones. T h e s e 
a n d other factors a c c o u n t e d for a shift towards 
the idea l of a s m a l l , l o v i n g , c l o s e - k n i t f a m i l y . 
S i m i l a r l y s t ruc tura l changes were observable 
w i t h i n the c o u n t r y a n d dif ferent areas expe-
r i e n c e d dif ferent pat terns o f e m p l o y m e n t a n d 
u n e m p l o y m e n t . A c c o r d i n g to G i t t i n s m a n y 
changes were o c c u r r i n g a n d a l l of t h e m , to one 
degree or another , m a y have a c c o u n t e d for the 
d e c l i n e i n f a m i l y size i n the w o r k i n g class. H o w -
ever, she argues that the t w o rea l ly i m p o r t a n t 
areas to consider are w o r k a n d h o m e . 
G i t t i n s contends that w o m e n ' s w o r k outs ide 
the h o m e is a s i g n i f i c a n t v a r i a b l e to c o n s i d e r 
w h e n t r y i n g to e x p l a i n the d e c l i n e i n f a m i l y size. 
A f t e r e x a m i n i n g the w o r k of w o m e n p r i o r to 
m a r r i a g e she d r a w s t w o m a j o r c o n c l u s i o n s f r o m 
the data . F i r s t , she argues that the a v a i l a b l i t y or 
n o n - a v a i l a b i l i t y o f w o r k i n a p a r t i c u l a r area 
affected d e m o g r a p h i c patterns because the w o r k 
of w o m e n or lack of w o r k for w o m e n o u t s i d e the 
h o m e was a m a j o r factor i n d e t e r m i n i n g age of 
m a r r i a g e a n d att i tudes towards m a r r i a g e a n d 
f e r t i l i t y . S e c o n d l y , she suggests that the type of 
w o r k w o m e n engaged i n p r i o r to m a r r i a g e was 
a l s o i m p o r t a n t i n d e t e r m i n i n g att i tudes a n d 
b e h a v i o u r . T h e m o r e i so la ted the w o r k , the less 
l i k e l y it was that w o m e n w o u l d have e x p o s u r e to 
n e w ideas a n d i n f o r m a t i o n about matters such as 
sex a n d b i r t h c o n t r o l . W o m e n w h o h a d w o r k e d 
i n i so lated jobs were far m o r e l i k e l y to exper-
ience segregated m a r i t a l ro le r e l a t i o n s h i p s t h a n 
were w o m e n w h o h a d w o r k e d i n larger w o r k 
s i t u a t i o n s . S i m i l a r l y i n s i t u a t i o n s w h e r e w o m e n 
c o n t i n u e d to w o r k after m a r r i a g e i n jobs p a r a l l e l 
to those of their h u s b a n d s (e.g. w h e r e they were 
b o t h weavers), h o u s e h o l d dut ies tended to be 
shared e q u a l l y . T h e s i t u a t i o n was not as c lear i n 
s i t u a t i o n s where w o m e n w o r k i n g after m a r r i a g e 
d i d so i n o c c u p a t i o n s di f ferent f r o m their hus -
b a n d s — t h e r e a b o u t h a l f h a d j o i n t role r e l a t i o n -
s h i p s a n d h a l f h a d segregated. T h i s sp l i t was 
a l s o f o u n d i n the cases where the w o m a n stayed 
at h o m e after m a r r i a g e . G i t t i n s argues that the 
na ture a n d context of the w o r k w o m e n engaged 
i n h a d a s i g n i f i c a n t i m p a c t o n the p o w e r rela-
t i o n s h i p s w i t h i n the f a m i l y . W o m e n e m p l o y e d 
i n o c c u p a t i o n s d i r e c t l y c o m p a r a b l e to " m e n ' s 
w o r k ' ' were m o r e l i k e l y to be treated as " e q u a l s " 
by their h u s b a n d s . 
In l o o k i n g at the f a m i l i e s where the wives 
stayed at h o m e , h o w e v e r , G i t t i n s n o t e d di f feren-
ces i n the b e h a v i o u r of f a m i l y m e m b e r s . T h e s e 
f a m i l i e s were far m o r e c h i l d - c e n t r e d a n d even 
w h e n h o u s e h o l d w o r k was shared it was d o n e so 
because the h u s b a n d was " h e l p i n g o u t . " H e 
w o u l d refuse to d o c e r t a i n jobs a n d a s u b s t a n t i a l 
p o r t i o n of the j o i n t ro le relatedness centred o n 
the c h i l d care act ivi t ies rather t h a n o n the 
h o u s e w o r k . In these f a m i l i e s G i t t i n s detected 
that " segregat ion a n d i s o l a t i o n w i t h i n m a r r i a g e 
f requent ly led to bitterness a n d a n a t m o s p h e r e of 
u n d e c l a r e d w a r e f a r e " (p. 141) a n d that wives 
of ten used the c h i l d r e n i n battles against the 
h u s b a n d . 
O n the basis o f the evidence she e x a m i n e d 
G i t t i n s d r a w s the f o l l o w i n g c o n c l u s i o n : 
. . . ideals of f a m i l y size a n d the a b i l i t y to 
achieve those ideals , were associated w i t h 
the f a m i l y o r g a n i z a t i o n of the c o u p l e , 
w h i c h was i n t u r n related to b o t h the h u s -
band's a n d wife 's p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the l a b o u r 
market , a n d o c c u p a t i o n a l experience, before 
a n d after m a r r i a g e , (p. 156) 
I n her e x p l o r a t i o n of the use of b i r t h c o n t r o l 
she m a k e s s i m i l a r c l a i m s f o r a r e l a t i o n s h i p 
between o c c u p a t i o n a l experiences a n d p o w e r 
w i t h i n the m a r r i a g e to d e t e r m i n e the type of 
m e t h o d used a n d the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y for b i r t h 
c o n t r o l . 
T h e r e are a n u m b e r o f weaknesses i n G i t t i n s ' 
b o o k , not the least of w h i c h is a very heavy 
re l iance o n a very s m a l l s a m p l e of w o m e n w h o 
were i n t e r v i e w e d for the s t u d y . H o w e v e r , G i t t i n s 
indicates that her w o r k is e x p l o r a t o r y a n d she 
makes n o other c l a i m s for it . It was a lso o r i g i -
n a l l y w r i t t e n as a g r a d u a t e thesis a n d it s t i l l bears 
m a n y of the less at t ract ive m a r k s of such a n 
u n d e r t a k i n g (unnecessary r e p e t i t i o n a n d a cer-
t a i n flat tone to the prose , for e x a m p l e ) . Its 
strengths o u t w e i g h a n y weaknesses i n m y v i e w 
a n d G i t t i n s ' a t tempts to relate the p e r s o n a l a n d 
the p o l i t i c a l , to e x a m i n e h u s b a n d s a n d wives i n 
r e l a t i o n s h i p to one a n o t h e r t h r o u g h the media t -
i n g effect of o c c u p a t i o n a l exper ience suggest 
m a n y other research p r o b l e m s w h i c h m i g h t 
benefit f r o m a s i m i l a r c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n . G i t t i n s 
remembers that for w o m e n there is l i fe before 
m o t h e r h o o d a n d besides m o t h e r h o o d a n d that 
these experiences h e l p create the w o m e n . W o u l d 
that this were m o r e of ten the case i n research o n 
mothers . 
In The Politics of Motherhood, J ane L e w i s 
pursues one of the changes i n E n g l i s h society i n 
the f irst part of the t w e n t i e t h century that G i t t i n s 
i d e n t i f i e d as s i g n i f i c a n t , n a m e l y the c h i l d a n d 
m a t e r n a l wel fare m o v e m e n t . C h i l d welfare be-
c a m e a n a t i o n a l c o n c e r n i n B r i t a i n after the Boer 
W a r as par t of the m o r e g e n e r a l d r i v e to i m p r o v e 
a n d increase the p o p u l a t i o n of the c o u n t r y . T o 
u p g r a d e the h e a l t h of c h i l d r e n a var ie ty of m e a -
sures were a d o p t e d a n d , t h o u g h l a g g i n g some-
w h a t b e h i n d , p o l i c i e s a n d practices des igned to 
i m p r o v e m a t e r n a l h e a l t h were a l s o i n s t i t u t e d . I n 
her b o o k , L e w i s seeks to e x p l a i n w h y c e r t a i n 
soc ia l p o l i c i e s were a d o p t e d a n d w h y others were 
not . I n e x p l o r i n g t h i s t o p i c she a l s o e x a m i n e s 
" t h e i n t e r a c t i o n between p o l i c y m a k e r s , the p r o -
viders of h e a l t h care a n d the female c l i e n t s . " 
( p . l l ) 
B y the b e g i n n i n g of the t w e n t i e t h century , 
eugenic i s t s , m i l i t a r y o f f i c i a l s a n d m e d i c a l o f f i c -
ers were e x p r e s s i n g deep c o n c e r n s a b o u t the 
q u a l i t y a n d q u a n t i t y of the E n g l i s h p o p u l a t i o n . 
T h e i r d e v e l o p i n g interest i n the h e a l t h of the 
p o p u l a t i o n s t rengthened the force of w o m e n ' s 
d e m a n d s for i m p r o v e m e n t s i n h e a l t h care for 
w o m e n a n d c h i l d r e n a n d this c o m b i n e d l o b b y 
pressured the g o v e r n m e n t to a d o p t n e w soc ia l 
p o l i c i e s i n h e a l t h a n d wel fare . H o w e v e r , the 
r e f o r m i s t measures a d o p t e d by the g o v e r n m e n t 
cons i s ten t ly f a i l e d to meet the real needs of 
w o m e n a n d c h i l d r e n a c c o r d i n g to L e w i s . W h i l e 
w o m e n were p o i n t i n g o u t that p r o b l e m s of p o v -
erty a n d u n e m p l o y m e n t caused m a l n u t r i t i o n 
a n d hence i l l - h e a l t h , the g o v e r n m e n t w o u l d not 
recognize these c l a i m s . Instead the g o v e r n m e n t 
a d o p t e d measures to educate m o t h e r s o n h i g h e r 
s tandards of h y g i e n e a n d c h i l d care as a w a y to 
cope w i t h i n f a n t m o r t a l i t y . C h i l d we l fare c l i n i c s 
were es tab l i shed d u r i n g the i n t e r - w a r years to 
p r o v i d e h e l p to m o t h e r s but this h e l p took the 
f o r m of e d u c a t i o n a n d i n s p e c t i o n a n d d i d not 
p r o v i d e rea l m e d i c a l assistance, f o o d , f u n d s or 
day care services. T h i s was at least p a r t l y d u e to 
the fact that doc tors o p p o s e d b r o a d e n i n g the 
scope of the w o r k d o n e by c l i n i c s because of a 
fear that they w o u l d lose pat ients . H o w e v e r , the 
a p p r o a c h of the c l i n i c s c a n be seen as par t of a 
broader effort to keep w o m e n busy i n their 
h o m e s for at the same t i m e d o m e s t i c w o r k was 
elevated to h o u s e h o l d science a n d was taught i n 
the schools . R a i s i n g h o u s e w o r k a n d c h i l d care 
to the status of a " s c i e n c e " a n d m a k i n g it a 
" sub jec t for s tudy i n schools a n d col leges h e l p e d 
to l e g i t i m i z e the i d e o l o g y of m o t h e r h o o d a n d 
k e e p w o m e n at h o m e . F u r t h e r m o r e , as L e w i s 
p o i n t s out , the educat ive a p p r o a c h n a m e d m o t h -
ers as the r e s p o n s i b l e part ies for c h i l d r e n ' s 
h e a l t h a n d hence i n f a n t m o r t a l i t y c o u l d be 
b l a m e d o n m o t h e r s . T h i s served to deflect soc ia l 
c r i t i q u e s a n d abso lved the state. 
I n i t i a l efforts i n h e a l t h a n d welfare were c o n -
centrated o n the c h i l d a n d l i t t le t h o u g h t was 
g i v e n to m a t e r n a l care. H o w e v e r , h i g h rates of 
m a t e r n a l m o r t a l i t y were a m a j o r embarrassment 
w h e n the o f f i c i a l i d e o l o g y g l o r i f i e d wives a n d 
mothers a n d hence a u t h o r i t i e s were forced to 
seek ways to resolve this " p r o b l e m . " T h e s o l u -
t i o n was f o u n d i n m e d i c a l i s i n g m a t e r n i t y , a 
s o l u t i o n w h i c h was i n t e r e s t i n g l y not w h o l l y 
s u p p o r t e d by the m e d i c a l profess ion because of a 
n u m b e r o f i n t r a p r o f e s s i o n a l r iva l r ies a n d c o n -
f l ic ts . W o m e n ' s g r o u p s , o n the other h a n d , 
tended to s u p p o r t the h o s p i t a l i z a t i o n of c h i l d -
b i r t h a n d the m e d i c a l i s a t i o n o f d o m i c i l i a r y care 
because they were c o n v i n c e d that this was best 
for w o m e n ' s h e a l t h . H o w e v e r , w o m e n ' s g r o u p s 
a l s o d e m a n d e d a d d i t i o n a l services s u c h as a sys-
tem of h o m e helpers for n e w mothers but these 
were not granted . 
By 1939 E n g l a n d h a d deve loped a system 
w h i c h offered i n f a n t a n d m a t e r n a l welfare servi-
ces s u c h as ante-natal care, i n f a n t welfare c l i n i c s , 
t ra ined b i r t h i n g attendants , hea l th v is i tors a n d 
h o s p i t a l care for p a r t u r i e n t w o m e n a n d babies. 
Nonethe less , L e w i s p o i n t s o u t that this system 
fe l l far short of the d e m a n d s of w o m e n ' s g r o u p s 
w h o sought e c o n o m i c assistance for mothers 
a n d by the 1920s were a lso seek ing easy access to 
b i r t h c o n t r o l . L e w i s e x a m i n e s b o t h o f these 
c a m p a i g n s i n some deta i l a n d t h o u g h u l t i m a t e l y 
f a m i l y a l l o w a n c e s became a real i ty a n d b i r t h 
c o n t r o l received o f f i c i a l s a n c t i o n the a u t h o r 
observes that these changes were i n t r o d u c e d o n l y 
w h e n they met c h a n g i n g soc ia l a n d e c o n o m i c 
needs. T h u s " f a m i l y a l l o w a n c e s were g r a n t e d 
first to keep w a g e rates d o w n a n d secondly to 
increase p o p u l a t i o n " a n d " b i r t h c o n t r o l achieved 
r e c o g n i t i o n . . . w h e n it was perceived that a change 
i n w o m e n ' s p a r t i c i p a t i o n rate i n the w o r k f o r c e 
m i g h t be d e s i r a b l e . " (p.214) 
L e w i s ' s study of the c h i l d a n d m a t e r n a l w e l -
fare m o v e m e n t is a n i n t e r e s t i n g a n d i n f o r m a t i v e 
e x a m i n a t i o n of w h a t h a p p e n s to the re forms 
women 's groups d e m a n d a n d h o w a n d w h y it h a p -
pens. A close reading of her text reveals a great 
deal about how the "system" works—this is a 
history that teaches some lessons. It is also an 
important contribution to our understanding of 
how women's groups have struggled for change, 
how they have made use of limited gains while 
continuing to fight for more fundamental 
change. At the same time Lewis demonstrates 
that not all reforms are benevolent. Indeed, 
Lewis and Gittins both point out that the 
reforms introduced through the infant and mat-
ernal welfare movement have, for many women, 
meant further isolation in the home through an 
increased reliance on state agencies and a de-
creased reliance on informal women's networks 
and mutual aid groups of various sorts. 
That motherhood, mothering and mothers 
should attract the interest of a philosopher, a 
psychiatrist, a sociologist and an historian, all of 
whom pursued some similar and some different 
aspects of the subject matter only goes to show 
yet again that for women an understanding of 
the politics and experiences of reproduction is 
essential to a broader analysis of women's oppres-
sion and women's power—an analysis which is 
essential in the struggle against the narrow fami-
lism of the New Right. 
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